Starting from the assumption that a dialogue of the means of expression specific to various arts should aspire, in the theatrical representation, to symbiosis, I'm looking at the performance with Job's Butcher's Shop, by Fausto Paravidino, directed by Radu Afrim, performance which recently had its openingnight at the National Theatre in Iaşi. I'm referring to the confluence of live music, acting and video images, proposing possible connexions and echoes one might consider.
Before even trying to express any opinion, I would like to make a few details clear, details that I would have preferred superfluous, but which, in the context of today's press, still seem necessary. Any opinion (about a performance, for example) is nothing more than that: an opinion. More precisely: a perception, a reaction and a unique, individual and indisputably subjective way of expression, the relativity of which I'd rather not ignore. I do prefer the idea of interpretation, instead of that of criticism, a change already considered a century ago, concerning the analysis of Shakespeare's masterpieces (and not only because they were masterpieces). From my point of view, individual, and thus limited, any criticism is impressionistic. We find ourselves on very subjective ground and to accept this unavoidable reality is nothing more than recognizing a fact. In this recognition, at least, some kind of objectivity is attempted at. These are the reasons why I'll continue to express my opinions keeping in mind that I'll be re-creating, inevitably, anything I'd be looking at, passing it through the filter of my imagistic memory (in the broad sense of the term "image"), through conditionings (of which nobody is free) and through the exigencies of a "horizon of expectation" that I have no intention to deny. What's more, any opinion I might formulate, no matter how radical or vehement (it might happen!), is not at all based on a need to be right, or on the hilarious assumption of having the Truth in my pocket. Only because I'd try to avoid redundancy, I won't repeat, as often as I maybe should, phrases such as "in my opinion", which is, nonetheless, an expression of the openness to dialogue, and not that of a walling off. One last thing: what I'd be greatly interested in, would be the opinion of all the spectators of a given performance during the entire life of it, a sincerely verbalized opinion (here, a process of decanting a personal, real opinion, free from influences, may begin). But, given that it seems impossible to ask every spectator in the public, some spectators… write. As simple as that.
Talking about the arts' dialogue, let's just remember that it's no novelty. At the beginnings of man's artistic expression, there were no boundaries or categories. Nowadays, it seems that the theatre is the one that embraces most naturally the music, the dance and all kinds of images: pictorial, cinematographic or video. I wouldn't even choose to speak about "dialogue", but rather, in the successful cases of those performances which touch our hearts, operating an inner change or movement, about symbiosis, about that kind of confluence (together fluid or fluent) of all means of expression, which we wouldn't be able to separate, unless we used some kind of needless and, anyway, artificial violence. Nothing more obvious than that. But because I don't really have a natural inclination towards speculative debate, I'd like to refer to a performance of the present season at the National Theatre in Iaşi, the opening night of which took place not so long ago: Măcelăria lui Iov (Job's Butcher's Shop) , directed by Radu Afrim, on a text by Fausto Paravidino.
I'm trying to remember the first direct impression, the one appearing before any mental commentary which falsifies and translates already. And this genuine first impression was that of a dejà-vu, not in any mysterious sense of vague reminiscence, but of familiar, of already seen in more than one variant, this being a sensation I had starting with the first image and with the frontal (literally) encounter with the first three protagonists: Irena (Boclincă), Doru (Maftei) and -slight, significant variation -Horella, or maybe Whorella, alias Horia (Veriveş).
A singular artist, of whom I'll talk some more later, was saying in an interview: "Approach a work of art with questions, not with answers." Not only is Radu Afrim's performance allowing the questioning, but it also launches questions in every direction, and I might even add that it seems to lose intensity the moment it tries to formulate answers. I would have preferred an even more resolutely assumed uproar of interrogations, but, towards the end, the director seems to make concessions, as if he wished to find shelter behind discursive and expository sequences, which limit the spectator's freedom of interpretation, serving us a theory on a plate. Is this theory a second degree or an ironical one? Here is something which redeems the possibility of debate.
Returning to the very first questions, to the impact: does the fact that the characters bear the actual names of the actors have a significance going deeper than that shallow "familiarism" the mass-media used us to? From the perspective of the entire performance, I would say it does, everything being played on the entering and exiting the theatrical convention, on the rhythmical alternation of two modalities. On the one hand, it's an almost uncomfortable, almost telenovela-like imitation of the street's reality, a reality we are immersed into as soon as we leave the theatre (be it on whichever European street, maybe milder and darker in Iaşi or gutsy and more strident in the sweeping Northern wind in Berlin, for example… As I said, the imagistic memory influences our connections). Horela, Irena and Doru (I'm sorry to confess not remembering anyone calling the third protagonist by name), are sustaining with aplomb this particular impression of familiarity, of unmistakable quotidian. And they are very convincing through a perfect-copy slang (to not call it verbiage or articulation of succulent vocables, to which Veriveş adds an irresistible accent, the very one I had just overheard on the tram as I came to the theatre). They also succeed in their desperados' plasticity, in the way of moving of "those three torn ones", as they are called. Two transgenders, looking like drag queens (I've chosen to believe this is the director's actual proposition, given that I find it more convincing and interesting than that of feminine characters) and a small and exquisitely expressive prostitute, all three of them waiting in front of a pasteboard wall, behind which we expect to see the illusion or the story unfold. These "paradise birds", androgynous and ambiguous, even if they seem equipped for a real Love Parade, still have something delirious through excess, a strange kind of beauty as in Robert (Bob) Wilson's Portraits, him being the unique artist I was referring to in the fourth paragraph. And we are already, even in the first scene, presented with the other side of the game or the other face of reality: an essentially fantastic universe (part of an occult reality) which could, with a tiny bit more courage (or cheek) have become surrealistic and hallucinatory, in a key, even if well-known, still full of resources.
The actor/ character or the character/ actor? Or the older, but nonetheless fascinating story of the non-hiding or even of the unmasking mask? "Who's there?" is the first line in "Hamlet" and it's a question Radu Afrim's performance also reverberates, at a given moment even upwards, to the projectors or to the sky. And from here the confusion and the deepest crisis starts. Might be that the question is, in fact: "Is anybody there?" But about this, later. I just happened to notice what seems to be a tendency in dramatic chronicles: the narration of the conflict. I would rather try to avoid that, for the sake of the representation which bets on direct reception and unbiased presence, no account being able to replace it. The first scenes of this representation (the term being more adequate than in other cases, representation also in the sense of theatre in the theatre) seemed meaningful to me from the point of view of the above-mentioned symbiosis of the arts, as it is a musical opening, of a hybrid nature, an urban gypsy-hip-hop-ethnic cross gender, sung very near, face to face to the public, by the three characters, with concert micros, meaning "live", dominated by the impressive voice, in character, of Irena Boclincă. We'll be brought back several times to this kind of musical comment, convincing and progressively desperate, and I have to say that it offered me the very pleasant surprise of discovering a "poweractress" in Irena Boclincă, not only in the musical moments, but in the creation of her character, that of a prostitute of the periphery, hilarious and deeply touching, becoming a walking contemptuous disillusionment wearing childsize shoes. It's a character of tremendous sorrow and unbearable humour, as in a manea (urban gypsy song), being meanwhile a film apparition, reminding me, in some way, of David Lynch (from Wild at Heart) and even of Quentin Tarantino's world. Irena Boclincă reveals an explosive temperament but, at the same time, the sharp intelligence of the right amount and a rare intuition of the tragi-comedy, which she creates with amazing naturalness, this whole combination being what I'd call talent. I wouldn't like to assign intentions to the director, without having any arguments, but I still find that the sympathy we feel for these three raisonneurs, witnesses, commentators, and, in the end, tragical instruments, is an emotion consciously created. They can't be blamed, given that they are presented as blind victims, with their disarming ignorance, perpetrating crime out of negligence, almost by mistake. But there is something that, from my point of view, we could do without: Horela's final comment, trying to justify the crime with social arguments. I don't find it in the first place disturbing from a moral point of view (and about this a debate is always possible), but from an esthetical one. I would have preferred the suggestion, the open ending, provocative as it might have been, the doubt giving food for thought, the pending idea, the question. First of all because the discursive explanation is banal: it's only obvious that the poor who have nothing wish to have it all, we shouldn't judge the desperate ones, even if they kill, it's the society alone which creates them. It's also true that we don't know for sure if this is the character's or the performance's conclusion, I certainly would prefer the second variant, subtler and allowing several levels of interpretation, but even that one could have been eluded as long as the entire performance contains it, thus being intrinsic.
Even if I do prefer, as a spectator, to be as free of expectations as possible, like a clean, white sheet of paper free of previous words (there is always time for that after the play), the very title imposes a clear connexion, being a reference to Job's Book of the Old Testament. The biblical themes and allusions seem to be still another tendency but, this time, the relationship between the theatre character and the biblical one is not that clear (not saying that it should have been). Job is that pure and without blame man whose faith is tested by God who allows Satan to destroy and take away everything he ever held in his heart as dear or valuable. Fortunately, the performance is neither an actualisation of the story, nor a simple parallel, not even an absolute overthrowing of it, although I don't doubt it might be interpreted that way.
The director seems to favour the ambiguities, the paradoxes and provocations, a quite productive path in art, by the way, if not even the only one. And, from this point of view, I cannot resist another connexion to Bob Wilson who confessed in an interview that he is interested neither in politics, nor in religion, because they separate people, Art being his unique interest in as far as it unites, by not imposing ideas and by creating freedom. I would add that it is not religion, in the sense of spiritual faith, that which separates, but the sheer manipulation of it.
Coming back to Job and his contemporary butcher's shop: he doesn't have seven sons and three daughters, but just a daughter and a son, she, fragile, sensitive and with a vivid imagination, he, fragile, cynical and lacking imagination. As soon as the fourth wall, the cardboard one, disappears, and we enter the theatrical convention the moment the three street-"girls" allow us to, the young butcher, Job's apprentice, his teenager's torso soiled with blood, makes us realize that the playing with symbols begins. I find that the entire performance plays on simple, easily readable symbols: blood, life, heart, desire, love, death, a simplicity which becomes a quality through fresh, new signifiers and sufficient support found in acting. Andrei Varga gives to Andrei everything this role needs: a certain kind of candour, the freshness of a little more than a teenager, less than a grown-up, enough flame and impetuosity, a nice name and long, biblical hair. Andrei loves Ada. And Ada is strange, very expressively so, being what I'd call an "Afrimian" image and a Baudelairian one at the same time, thus touching the fascinating border between poetical and morbid, as she seems to balance, with her slender body and her hieratic pallor, on the endless edge between two "matrix"-like illusions of reality. I think that Ada, Job's daughter, is the most intense and acute of Ada Lupu's roles, being also, for me at least, the central role of the performance. I make this assumption primarily because she is the living, vibrating bridge between, on the one hand, a mimetic reality: the brutal, strident, trivial, bitter, and too often grotesque one, that of the street, and, on the other hand, a vaster reality: the cosmic, transcendent, cryptic, expansive but still bitter one, that of the dream, of a dream with dolphins.
I'd allow the apparently random connexions: I remember Marius Manole saying in an interview that one (the actor) has to believe that the light of a projector with a blue film on it is…the sea. And I'd add: not only this, but one has to convince the whole audience that they can hear and smell the sea. This is what Ada Lupu achieves here. That beautiful and painful cry of the dolphin (I was impressed to find out that it was the actress' finding), which Ada seems to send through the roof of The Cube (name of the theatre space), towards an Universe with or without a conventional God, is a call which gives the entire performance its echoing resonance, turning it into something that lives beyond verbal expression or mental challenges, just the way our heart would skip a beat if we were to see the silver backs of the dolphins in the moonlight. Ada invites us to perceive those cracks in what we might call reality, cracks through which the mystery slips and we guess the endlessness of cosmic space or maybe the breath of God, a much less schematic or anthropomorphised God than that which, in a narrow understanding, wagers with Satan above Job's head. I dare say that biblical allusions and intertextualities of this kind, although they might have been central for Fausto Paravidino (according to his confession), become a pretext or, more accurately, a meta-text, for Radu Afrim. Or maybe I should reformulate: I wasn't convinced by the religious debate. That accent of énfant terrible which Horela's Moldavian also exhibits when she/he shouts, looking up again, towards the projectors, that we should "change the boss", doesn't seem sufficient for a Nietzschean conclusion. I don't believe we're truly presented with a reflection on transcendence, this becoming rather an artifice, another copy of the quotidian, ever more dominated by the image of a God invented after man's shape and likeness, with all his cruelty, egotism, vanity and pride, jealousy, revenge and lack of responsibility. I don't ask myself if God is dead, I'd rather ask how much solitude do the odd young people carry around with them because we don't understand their signals, even if they are at least as numerous as those of the dolphins, meaning… more than 14000. But Ada ( a very suitable name, by chance, for the role: the beginning of everything, the letter A and the affirmation "da"= "yes" or the verb "a da"= "to give") is, even visually, a knot between two worlds: her dream starts to materialize into images, the video-projections of the dolphins on the luminous background seem to float in the atmosphere and, even if this is a simple, almost infantile image, it has an amazing effect, as if it could break the limits of space. I consider this to be a very interesting example of how acting can be intertwined with the video image. The device has been almost excessively used in the last two decades, everywhere in Europe, more or less adequately, with more or less subtlety. Talking about subtlety, I find that Bob Wilson is a master of visual theatre, the video images being so well integrated in his creations, that they become a psychic space, just the way they do in the performance after Shakespeare's Sonnets, which I happened to see at the Berliner Ensemble. But no less interesting is the way the director Thomas Ostermeier and his video assistant, Sébastien Duponey, use the projection during the entire Richard III at the Schaubühne, considered to be the most modern of Berlin's theatres. The lead is played by Lars Eidinger, whom we see on stage and meanwhile projected in a blow-up giving him monstrous dimensions, similar to that of, for example, the screening after George Orwell's 1984). Four of the performances of the 2016 season of the Iaşi National Theatre use video projections, the most adequate of which I find to be those in An Enemy of the People, directed by Claudiu Goga, especially because they sustain the impression of a true happening, of a mediatized event.
In Job's Butcher's Shop, the blue dolphins also belong to the psychic space, maybe to that "dreams are made on", images of a hallucination or of madness, interior or abysmal projections. It's only that, without Ada Lupu's intensity or the acoustic space she also creates, the images wouldn't have functioned. But, in the context, they do, being an option of materialization and, at the same time, of identification. Without making the dolphins visible, the symbol might have been vague but, who knows, maybe more ample. Through a quasi-shamanic identification, possible in the presence of the wonderful animal's image, Ada becomes, symbolically, a dolphin turned mad by the sonars, losing its sense of space and orientation, imploring for silence and a bit of love, and ending in a butcher's shop, maybe in that of the human father. In an implicit and totally unexpected way, her innocence meets the guiltlessness, due to ignorance and lack of perspective, of the three prostitutes. The victims are sacrificed by other victims, the disoriented dolphins are killed by disoriented orcs and not by some Leviathan.
What remains from Job's story is… Job, the only one whose name is not Emil, even if interpreted by Emil Coşeru. Is he truly blameless, pure as the biblical character is, bringing ritual sacrifices for his and his children's sins, never failing or doubting God? The actor gives true human warmth to the character, with the gentleness and the wise modesty of a patriarch, but, at a closer look, the character is neither that simple, nor that linear. He doesn't seem to really understand his daughter or even to see her, for that matter, even if he is sincerely protective and affectionate, but believing her to be sick and being blind even to the love that grew under his roof. Giving way to pressure, he fires his apprentice, although this one is like a son to him, thus annihilating, without knowing, any possible hope for his daughter. The love for his wife, confessed with real intensity and credibility in what sounds like his first imploration of God, is, in fact, the essence of his trial, it's losing her that makes him doubt everything. This second love story, delicate and mature, humane and simple, it's also a recital of two actors: Emil Coşeru and Tatiana Ionesi, a recital which gives substance and places the performance on an archetypal basis, that of the human love, fragile as it is, but also, when it lasts, impressive and touching. I can only hope that, no matter how diversified or rich the experimenting possibilities in creating images and effects might become, we'll always have acting of this quality. The somewhat domestic story hides a sufferance of those most hard to bear without doubting or even cursing God "in the face", just the way Satan predicts, the deep sufferance of losing the loved one. And it belongs, in the performance, to the level of the recognizable reality, hence the returning to the convention of the fourth wall. Few are those who never went through this kind of painful experience that might sometimes cause a dramatic shift in the perception of the real.
To the same level belongs what I choose to call, even if it might sound surprising, the third love story, the one between Ionuţ (Cornilă) and Livia (Iorga). There is a certain form of despair, that of the survivers, the neurosis of the cynical, of those about whom we could ask if they are not, in fact, the most pathetic victims, given that adapting to the circumstances (definition of survival) equals a loss of meaning, an emptying of the self, an alienation. The "exclusively sexual" relationship of the two is built not only within the limits of decency, but also with a sense of humour, which is almost more than I hoped. Consisting of two representatives of the multi-tasking generation, the couple is more than able to unfold the above mentioned sexual activity while seeing to business on the cell-phone. I cannot know if this is only my perception, but I didn't find neither of the two monstrous, just other victims, this time of a lie, the kind the Devil would tell. I discovered Ionuţ's valence of playing stupid and arrogant bastards, a role to be welcomed after the adorable ones, those of the poor man chased, to his exhaustion, by women (The Florentine Hat, The Bird Cage, The Coffee House) . In a way, not even here does he escape, Livia being, no doubt about that, the boss, and even one of the perennial type. Livia Iorga seems to be, now and then, even if only for fleeting seconds, exhausted by the character's cynicism, and I'm not able to realize if it was the director's intention to let us guess a pretty and embarrassed young woman under the mask of the pretty, but lethal, iron… maiden. Wouldn't be bad if it were so, it would remind me the "all is, but what is not" from Macbeth (and the association might be less far-fetched than it seems), adding potentialities and suggestions which I seem to prefer (shall I repeat that everything is subjective?). What's more, it would anticipate a pregnant Livia and a resigned Ionuţ who announce, at the end, that they founded a family.
This carnal and banking couple (adapted to the crisis) has a moment of dialogue with the cards face up, which the director chooses to enlarge to cinematographic dimensions, more exactly on the roof of the house above their heads. Were there at least as much suspense as between, for example, Colin Farrell and Rachel Weisz in the last minute of Yorgos Lanthimos' movie (The Lobster), I would have understood that one needs to see the finest physiognomic change, that the spectator has to hear them breathe, in his search for a truth, for a clue (love or not love?) in the slightest thrill. But I didn't find that the dialogue could sustain a film scene and so the projection gave me a feeling of artificiality and gratuity, a risk not easy to ignore at the encounter between theatre and film, between corporality and oversized detail. But maybe I didn't get the sending into the absolute of the communication (or noncommunication) between two characters representing the existential void and the intention of giving the human crisis a cosmic stature didn't reach me. Could that have been the perspective of a God watching us through a magnifying lens? I'll remain with my questions.
Given that this didn't attempt to be an exhaustive analysis of the performance, but a punctual underlining of the moments of confluency of the theatrical, musical and visual (video) means of expression, I didn't truly insist on the performances of the actors, certainly not because they weren't remarkable. As I already mentioned, Emil Coşeru and Tatiana Ionesi are moving and gripping, finding the tragical dimension in a more than recognizable life situation and provoking the reflection on the eternal theme of the human vulnerability, on the condition which keeps us in the dark and in powerlessness, but still offers an opportunity in the choice to believe, even when we cannot see. Brânduşa Aciobăniţei finds a delicate balance in a character which adds to the nostalgia and warmth of a lost "normality", in the role of the friend, of the neighbour, the one capable of active compassion, practical and discreet, made of simple, everyday gestures of sympathy which seem vestiges of a time when mutual help and kindness were natural. It is a role that Brânduşa plays with delicacy. Horia Veriveş, in the ambiguous and excessive character I talked about, is confronted with a role which not only allows, but requests the oversizing, the exaggeration, the over the top behaviour. And the actor is doing just that, being uninhibited and provocative, veridical with a naturalness that functions quite well in the context. Worth mentioning is the actor's capacity of hearing and reproducing the language of the street (a clearly located street, this time), a language which couldn't be that of the Italian text of the play (I'm referring to the color, not the content), not even of the translation (or, at least, not entirely), and thus being a remarkable creation of Horia Veriveş. Just as the texts of the songs are Ada Lupu's creations.
I confess not having enough technical information to understand the intimate relation, that of behind the scene, between the stage design signed Irina Moscu, the video mapping, if I was to use the term Andrei Cozlac introduces himself with, and the lighting design created by Cristian Simon. What's more important is the impression the result is giving, that of (with rare exceptions) organic functioning of all these spectacular ingredients. Even if he uses almost all the means of expression at his service, creating a performance of concomitant happenings which evolve on several levels, like fireworks, Radu Afrim manages not to lose the concentration of the significant moments, giving the impression of a controlled explosion, of a purposeful expansion, of a dilating universe. Unexpectedly, this universe keeps on expanding after the end of the performance. On a street of the nocturnal Iaşi, just out of the theatre, a few teenagers try to continue the dolphin's or Ada's call, beyond the starry sky, and I'm surprised by the sympathy they express, confirming once more that true communication happens, in fact, very often, at a level surpassing the exclusively mental one. Just as love and the connection with the ineffable or with God does.
